Mother Lode
Nancye Tsapralis

Six years ago I inherited part of a 1,500-acre ranch in California gold
mining country, forty miles south of Yosemite. I also inherited a hold on my
heart which ties me to those mountains, the river, the waterfall, and an old
miner's cabin-reborn countless times-now offering occasional shelter to
one solitary woman who packs in a whole lot of existential angst and a stack
of blank notebooks from time to time. I wish I were a naturalist. In time I
will learn the flora and fauna, the birds, the ecology, the history-but for now,
I only know how I feel. I only know about the memories, and how I came to
be attached to the little cabin across the river with a waterfall that drops a few
hundred feet away from my bedroom window.
I was eighteen years old when my parents left the vineyards of central
California for a higher view in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.
They were looking for peace and a new life. My father thought he had happened upon paradise when one of the few remaining un-parceled ranches came
up for sale. He had always dreamed about the "simple life" and notions of being self-sufficient. Being a child of the Depression made a lasting imprint on
his deep psychology; he trusted nothing he couldn't create (and recreate again)
with his own hands. This was his idea of sustainability. He wanted enough
land to grow his own food, enough wood to keep him warm through a long
winter, and enough river water to last forever. The river was a metaphor for
Time-and he wanted that to last forever, too. If he had lived long enough, he
would have found a way to harness the waterfall for generating electricity; on
that issue he and I differed greatly. I might have been able to tolerate a waterwheel, but a full-blown modern generator at the waterfall was unthinkable.
What he did manage to sustain was a family unit which continues to remain
tied to the land, and to each other, despite the great distances that sometimes
separate us-tangible and intangible.
The small village of Coursegold, a replica of an 1800s mining town,
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marks the turn-off from the main highway which eventually leads through the
mountains to the Mother Lode Trail at the top of the RWK Ranch. 'RWK'
stands for Russell, Wanda, and Kids; I'm one of the kids. For a good half an
hour the trail winds around with nauseous repetition, dropping into the valley
below, while offering precarious glimpses of the river and ranch house from
vantage points only meant to be seen from the back of a horse. The Mother
Lode Trail used to be part of an old stagecoach road that once ran between the
town of Madera and Yosemite. Slow moving cattle obstructing the road, and
the heady scent of sage and brush lupine, offer an occasional reprieve from
the potholes and dust stirred up by modern vehicles. Over the years we have
lost count of the number of those vehicles sacrificed to the Mother Lode Trail.
Their metal carcasses have lined the dirt road and left testimony to family
members and troubled times in the land of transportation. Ranch life always
seems to entail someone borrowing someone else's vehicle. When the rains
begin, it is merely a question of who has a 4-wheel drive-there is simply no
other way of getting out. For whatever reason, my family never seemed to be
able to truly commit to ranch life; they have always driven the wrong vehicles.
I was always flying in from somewhere else. My suitcases were thrown
into the back of dusty cars, oily trucks, or an occasional Jeep. Sometimes, I
would get out of whatever vehicle I had been jammed into at the top of the
ranch and walk the rest of the way in. The smell of oalc and pine, the sound
of the river, the occasional scurrying of critters across the trail, eased me into a
slower pace of life and prepared me for the general cacophony which accompanied any sort of homecoming. I was the only family member who had actually
left and gone out into the world-but leaving home isn't always a conscious
decision; sometimes you realize it after the fact.
When I went out on that first band tour at seventeen we all thought I
would be back. But one tour led to the next. Six years later, when I finally put
down my roots again, I found myself in an entirely different state. But I was a
homing pigeon, and the ranch was where I always flew back to. The welcome
home was always a curious mix of guilt and gratitude, but I had no doubt
that I was dearly loved. And when all is said and done, how we've been loved
throughout our lives tends to define us-for better or worse.
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There were two ways to get to the little miner's cabin across the river:
by way of a swinging bridge suspended by cables and ropes, or by driving
across the river-on a road fashioned of stone by Chinese immigrants during the gold rush days-and on through the meadow. At the river crossing
the road was cemented permanently into its flow, and it gentled the water
just enough for a passing vehicle to drive through to the other side. However,
during the hard rainy season the only access was across the wet, slippery swinging bridge. And it swayed dangerously in the wind over the torrential waters
below. If you happened to get caught on the wrong side of the river during
the rains-you'd better be prepared to stay.
For me, this idea held immense appeal. I loved the notion of being
stuck at the cabin. It was a gift of solitude that need not be justified. As long
as I had a fire, a few candles, a tower of books, some basic provisions, a stack
of CDs and a player, my piano, and a phone-I felt completely content and
safely connected to my family on the other side. I knew in a true emergency
the men in my clan would cross the swinging bridge and come to my rescue.
Ranchmen are survivalists. They take great pride in being useful in an emergency. So I stayed nestled in at my cabin with the glow of firelight making
shadows on the knotty pine walls, dancing with the sound of wind and water.
There was much more to fear out in the big wide world than in this small
cabin by the waterfall in the rain. If I left my window open at night, I would
awaken from dreams that were awash in water, with themes and motifs fluid
like the river.
There is something magical about rivers and campfires. My father was
a consummate storyteller. Many nights our family would gather by the river
and build a fire at the crossing. He was also deeply intuitive, and seemed to
sense the spirits of those who had come before: Native Americans, gold miners, Chinese immigrants, and other dreamers like himself. His stories were
animated and full of lore. His rhyming words echoed through the night
and were carried along downstream by the river. Some words flew upwards
along with the sparks from the campfire. Ancestors would make their appearances in his tall tales; they seemed as real as those in present company. On
nights like these the aging metal bed frames, left behind by gold miners in the
meadow across the river, seemed to creak and groan with the spirits of their
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previous inhabitants. I've often wondered what relics we will leave behind and
what stories they will tell.
The winter of 1999 brought an unusual amount of snowfall to the
ranch. I had come home for the holidays-with a man. It wasn't a good time
for the line supplying our water from the mountain spring to freeze. We do
become accustomed to convenience, but convenience is not the same as necessity. We still had plenty of water. Every morning I went down to the frozen
horse trough at the barn to chip away at the ice until my bucket could be
dipped into the cold spring water hidden below. And of course there was always the river. My mother resorted to baking in a metal oven which had been
built into the black stovepipe of the woodstove. At night, we watched the
moon settle into the lap of the canyon as the smoke from the woodstove curled
through the trees. Silence covered the earth as the snow continued to fall
throughout the night. The trees in the forest were still, bearing their wintry
crowns and keeping stately watch over all. The only sound was the occasional
flutter of wings when a bird would take flight and leave behind a dusting of
white snow powder on the bare ground beneath the sweep of branches. By
candlelight, I read aloud "Christmas Eve" from The Sketchbook by Washington
Irving: "It was a brilliant moonlit night, but extremely cold; our chaise whirled
rapidly over the frozen ground ... through a noble avenue of trees, among the
naked branches of which the moon glittered as she rolled through the deep
vault of a cloudless sky." Every now and then pine tar would flame up and
crackle in the woodstove, as one by one, sleepers drifted off into the night. I
continued to read on about "a covering of snow, which here and there sparlded
as the moonbeams caught a frosty crystal"-on that wintry night so long ago.
I didn't make it home the last Christmas before my father died. When
I walked through the door of the ranch house a week later, I knew he had
waited for me. I saw his eyes fill with tears from across the room in the recliner where he lay. It was the only time I ever remember coming home and
not walking into a warm embrace at the front door. We always wondered how
things would fare for my parents as they aged, on land so remote from the
rest of the world. But it seemed unthinkable for them to sell it all and move
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closer in. Memories sink down into the soil and their roots bind you there in
an unspoken contract with your heart. My father and I talked about the ranch
and what part he wanted me to have. We talked about the cabin. He lay on a
chaise lounge out under the big oak tree covered in blankets as I read excerpts
from The Map of the World. I always regretted that later; there were so many
things I would have preferred to read to him, if I had had the will to admit
we were saying goodbye. Maybe I wouldn't have read to him at all. Maybe
I would have talked more about what a great father he was; about how many
times I had wanted to come back home-acknowledging that I probably left a
little too soon-at seventeen.
My father sent my older sister and me on one last mission. It was
my parent's fifty-sixth anniversary; he wanted us to buy my mother a box of
chocolates and an anniversary card. As my sister and I perused the selection at
the local Hallmark store, the sales clerk offered me a bit of incidental information: 50th anniversary cards are being phased out. Couples just aren't staying
together that long anymore.
A week later, I drove my father off the ranch for the last time, stretched
out on a pallet in the back of a van. It was a night when the stars hung so
low it seemed possible to gather them up in armfuls and scatter them across
the ice-crusted meadow beyond the river. The mountains rested in quietude
beneath a full moon, and the silhouette of a lone oak tree could be seen at
the top of Miner's Crest. It was a long ride out. But I knew every rock, every
pothole, and every bend in the road. I knew where the creek crossed the road
and where to ease over the boulder that had surfaced during the last hard rain.
I thought about the gold miners who had worked the three gold mines on the
ranch. I thought about the treasure they carried out on this same trail: precious, hidden deep in the earth, imbued with dreams and promise. I thought
about the treasure I was carrying out on that cold January night, while I slowly
ascended off the ranch by way of the Mother Lode Trail.
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